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1.
Notes to Self: Reflections on the Nature of Experience
All sorts of mind-boggling questions arise as I read about consciousness studies. I could
sit and ponder about them ad infinitum. Or better yet, I love talking with my husband, David,
about these kinds of things, though most of the time we have too much else to attend to together
to be able to have long conversations about things like consciousness, dreaming, experience, and
intimacy these days, so instead I will make some notes to myself here.
In my reading of James (1890/2019) and Barušs (2020), especially, I noticed a dreamlike, cloudy memory arise in my mind of a conversation David and I had very early on in our
relationship about “experience.” He had already graduated from the Process Work Institute, and I
was dead center in the middle of my training there. I recall asking David questions as I often did
then, and still do, since he is 19 years my senior and has been studying process work for much
longer than I have. He passionately explained to me that “experience is all there is” and was able
to address any argument I had to the contrary. The conversation must have gone on for at least an
hour and though I no longer remember the details of it, I recall feeling repeatedly stumped by the
picture he was trying to paint for me. I think I was focused on absolutes, as in, when Combs
(2002) wrote about how some assert that the material world is all that is. I think I felt that there
was indeed experience but that there was also the material world of objects and that that world
was definitely real and the world of our experience was a less important subjective interpretation
of that world. I remember being struck by David’s certainty and clarity about this truth. I envied
his certitude. I realize now that he must have been referring to James’ (1890/2019) work, and
likely Mindell’s (1985) work, too, and perhaps Jung’s (1953) as well. Just last week,
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approximately 17 years since that conversation, David asked me what I was reading for this
course and I told him William James’ The Principles of Psychology (1890/2019) and he said,
“Oh, that makes sense.”
This conversation we had feels connected to Barušs’ (2020) story about McKenna’s UFO
sighting/hallucination and the questions it poses. For example, “Are such physiological and
psychological factors the source of unusual experiences, or do they form a doorway into reality
that is usually concealed from us?” (p. 4) Instantly, I thought of Mindell’s (1993, 2000) concept
of “dreaming” which is the awareness process from which observation arises. It might appear out
of meditating, musing, daydreaming, imagining, noticing flash-like images, sounds, movements
that catch our attention. According to Mindell (2000), dreaming is happening all the time,
literally 24/7, not just in our nighttime dreams; it is just that we’re mostly unaware of dreaming
when we are in an awake, ordinary state. In other words, we could, on the one hand, try to
determine whether the UFO McKenna thought he saw actually existed in waking reality. On the
other hand, we could argue that it doesn’t matter if the UFO was “really there” or not because
McKenna’s experience showed him that it was indeed there, and we could then assert that his
experience of the UFO being there is all that matters. Similarly, but slightly different, we could
argue that McKenna was “dreaming” of the UFO or perhaps that the UFO was “dreaming” of
McKenna or even that the universe itself “dreamed them” both up simultaneously (Mindell,
2000). In other words, the dreaming of the universe is driving the whole thing rather than
McKenna’s consciousness or some so-called objective reality of the material world.
In my mind, if we focus too heavily on trying to determine what is real, what is
imaginary, what is true, as Barušs asks, we miss the profound paradigm shift that the stuff of
NDE’s, nighttime dreams, hallucinations, and all kinds of illogical, non-ordinary flickers of life
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is made of. We also miss how it is occurring simultaneously with waking reality and, in fact, that
they are intimately intertwined, entanglement, originating and co-arising together, much like two
lovers engaged in a complex dance of intimacy. How inspiring that we can use our consciousness
to break our hypnosis of ordinary reality and interact with and learn from the dreaming that
exists all around us.
Indeed, so many important aspects of life—and love—are not bound by the so-called
objective reality of the material world. What is emotional intimacy, for example, but a subjective
experience of closeness and connection? Something that cannot precisely be seen or pointed to
directly. Psychologists and researchers, however, will often say otherwise. According to Perlman
and Fehr (1987) the etymology of the term intimacy comes from the Latin term intimus referring
to “inner [and] inmost” (p. 15). Thus, emotional intimacy could be described as revealing one’s
innermost feelings or emotional life to another. The majority of the research on emotional
intimacy supports this notion and is thus primarily defined in behavioral terms, namely that
partners engage in a mutual exchange of self-disclosure of their feelings (Bagarozzi, 2001;
Cutrona et al., 2007; Lewis, 1978; Mitchell et al., 2008; Perlman & Fehr, 1987; Waring &
Chelune, 1983). However, Prager (1995) recognized that a definition of intimacy must include
the kind of concept intimacy is, namely that it is “natural” and “fuzzy” in its lived experience,
thus making an ultimate definition “unobtainable” (p. 13). Prager (1995) confirms what I know
to be true intuitively, which is that the subjective experience of emotional intimacy is both much
more than a set of behaviors and is simultaneously beyond the scope of the naked eye.
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2.
Notes to Self: Reflections on Midlife
I remembered while reading In Midlife by Murray Stein (2014) that when I was around
age seven or eight years old, I did not dream of being a 17- or 18-year-old teenage girl like all
my friends did. I dreamt of being 42. What kind of girl child dreams of being 42? At that time, I
did indeed believe that being in one’s forties was to be “over the hill” and this message of the
inevitable downward decline towards death was made evident by the black and silver balloons at
my parents’ 40th birthday parties along with all the gag gifts such as cards depicting the Grim
Reaper next to tombstones reading “R.I.P.” or the sexy looking red toothbrushes shaped like
naked women’s bodies reminding the 40-year-old recipient that their sex life was all but in the
toilet from here on out.
Nevertheless, despite the grave omens presented to me, I desperately wanted to be 42. I
imagined that by that time in life I would feel like a real woman, no longer just a girl. This
meant to me that I would finally be taken seriously and that my intelligence and abilities would
be obvious to my parents and the world. Looking back, I see that it was as if I have dreamt of
being in midlife my entire life. Now that I am here,
it is not exactly what I anticipated it would be like.
While I dreamed of coming into my fullness and
confidence, I had no idea that midlife would be so
tumultuous, confusing, distressing, or even
confidence-disrupting. And yet, in the processes of
what Stein (2014) calls “separation” and then
Figure 1: © Lisa Blair Photography
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“liminality” I can sense the real possibility of a kind of emotional and psychological maturity
waiting for me on the other side, so to speak, the “reintegration” he refers to. However, this socalled final phase is presently coming only in fits and spurts like an old rusty truck attempting to
start its engine and backfiring repeatedly.
In my mid-late thirties and through most of my forties all the classic experiences were
there:
Persistent moods of lassitude and depression, or feelings of disillusionment and
disappointment either in life generally or in specific persons who have been formerly
idealized; youth’s dreams of happiness and fulfillment melt away or are rudely shattered;
death anxiety steals in, and a sense that time will run out before one can get down to
‘really living’ is frequently reported. (Stein, 2014, pp. 25–26)
To this end, for several years in my late thirties, I wrote two lists at the end of each year. One
titled “Things I Will Miss” and the other, “Things I Won’t (Miss)” a la Nora Ephron, one of my
favorite writers. In 2012, at age 37, on my “Things I Won’t (Miss)” list I wrote, “Feeling
depressed for the entire year of 2012” as well as “Seeing the circles under my eyes getting
darker, deeper, and puffier as time moves along” and the most morose of them all “Wondering if
I’ll feel scared and alone after I die.” A Dark Night of the Soul to be sure. No doubt the two
consecutive surgeries I had in my mid-thirties to remove orange-sized complex tumors in my
right ovary are likely responsible for kick-starting my midlife crisis pretty much overnight.
Thankfully they both turned out to be benign, but they were not known to be benign until the
surgeons could “get in there and take a look.” That is enough to scare anyone half to death. And
yet, these surgeries brought me closer to my husband in profound ways for which I am eternally
grateful and a path towards deeper emotional intimacy was born.
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Now, at 47, I think (and hope) that the majority of the separation and disintegration
process is over (though I know it never really is) and that I am largely “floating” (Stein, 2014, p.
42) around in liminality these days with menopause quickly becoming a reality, carrying the
cautiously optimistic hope with it that there might be an end in sight to all of the “wrenching
questions as [my] soul comes free of its attachments and identifications” (p. 47). Having just
watched the film “The Doctor” (Haines, 1991) with William Hurt—upon his recent and
seemingly too-young death at 71—I am reminded yet again about the fleeting nature of life and
how this affects our experience of emotional intimacy. The film is about a self-centered, arrogant
surgeon who has no feeling for his patients and yet suddenly finds himself diagnosed with a lifethreatening cancer and subsequently realizing that emotional intimacy matters and that he needs
people. The film reminds me of why my doctoral work is all about studying emotional intimacy
in long-term romantic partnership. It just may be the golden gossamer thread that weaves
together my own midlife crisis from start to finish. It may just be my raison d’être. And so, I now
remind my future self, once again, Lisa, do not forget that emotional intimacy is the most
important experience in your life to which all other struggles fade into oblivion.
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3.
Art and The Magical Structure of Consciousness
I envision a sliver of faint light expanding into a brighter light as creative sparks emerge
in my consciousness while reading about Gebser’s (1949/1985) five structures of consciousness,
specifically the magical structure of consciousness, the first
human mode of consciousness. The magical structure of
consciousness rests on the perception that there is one-dimensional
unity and that objects may be separate in space, but may be
substituted for one another (Combs, 2002).
One of the many foundational concepts that make up the
theory behind Process Work (Process-Oriented Psychology) is
Aboriginal wisdom, namely that of Dreaming (Mindell, 1993,
2000). I am immediately reminded of a dot painting hanging on
Figure 2: © Polly Watson Napangardi

the wall of our living room, painted by Polly Watson Napangardi,
an Aboriginal Australian painter. My husband bought the painting when he visited the sacred
Ayers Rock (or known as Uluru to the Aboriginal people) near the small town of Alice Springs in
the outback of Australia about 25–30 years ago. The painting is titled “Songline of the
Marsupial” and it depicts a dreaming path of the marsupial animal, its characteristic dots looking
like both the desert sand and the cosmic universe vibrating together beyond time and space as we
know it.
Looking at the painting, I remember a story about the Aboriginal’s sense of time that
closely resembles the story Gebser recounts about the Pygmies hunting in the Congalese jungle
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(Combs, 2002). Gebser explained that the Pygmies drew a picture in the sand before they started
out at dawn to hunt antelopes. As the sun rose, they threw the arrow at the drawing, striking the
antelope in the neck. They then went out and hunted and killed a live antelope, the arrow striking
the same spot in the animal’s neck as they had struck in the drawing in the sand. Similarly, a
Swiss psychologist and teacher of mine, Dr. Max Schupbach, once shared the following story
about the Aboriginals’ experience of time, as told to him by an Aboriginal elder: The Aboriginal
people go out to hunt. First though, they see /imagine / dream of an image of the animal. In this
case, it’s a rabbit. They see in their consciousness their spear being thrown and going into the
rabbit and killing it. That moment of dreaming is closest to what we would consider the present
moment. They then go out for the hunt, they eventually see a rabbit and lo and behold, the spear
miraculously finds itself headed straight for the rabbit, striking it and killing it. This moment is
closest to what we would consider to be the past, for the dreaming of the hunt was when the
rabbit was actually killed. This moment where the physical rabbit is killed is now showing what
already happened previously. Their experience of time is not linear like ours, but more circular in
nature.
A second creative spark ignited in me while reading about the cave paintings of animals
as evidence of the magical structure of consciousness, specifically, in the paleolithic drawings at
Les Trois Freres cave in southern France depicting multiple images of bison that overlap each
other (Combs, 2002). The effect of the drawings seems that time and space are not yet part of
human consciousness and so whether the images are of many bison together in a field or only
one or a few moving through space and time is unknowable by modern day viewers.
A painting by Pablo Picasso entered my mind when viewing the paleolithic drawing of
the bison, that of Les Demoiselles d'Avignon (The Young Ladies of Avignon) (Picasso, 1907).
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The painting shows Picasso’s Proto-Cubist style (an early pre-Cubist phase of his work) with
angular and disjointed shapes somehow reminiscent to me of the paleolithic drawings. In Les
Demoiselles d'Avignon there are five women depicted all overlapping in time and space. Is it five
women or one woman shown in five moments and
poses? While we know it was originally titled The
Brothel of Avignon, leading us to believe that this is a
group of five women, the painting itself feels unclear.
Picasso’s inclusion of the masks and his departure from
the conventional perspective, instead using a flat, twodimensional plane feels particularly primitive. Though
Picasso’s paintings showing multiple viewpoints are

Figure 3: Les Demoiselles d'Avignon by Pablo
Picasso (1907)

considered part of the integral or aperspectival structure
of consciousness (Combs, 2002), this particular painting makes me dream that Picasso was
attempting to bridge structures of consciousness beginning with Gebser’s magical structure of
consciousness leading into the mythical (where the naked female Goddess body was frequently
depicted) and culminating in the integral consciousness of wholeness.
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4.
Jean Gebser’s Structures of Consciousness
As Illustrated through the Self-Portraiture and Photography of Lisa Blair

THE ARCHAIC, MAGIC, AND MYTHIC
ALWAYS RETAIN THEIR POTENCY IN US…
“…they are spiritually and ontologically present, challenging (and sometimes overtaking the
contemporary mental consciousness with the allurement of their alterity…. So, it is
recommended—as a practice—that the reader continue to observe their own awareness in this
process: as if they were holding the cultural ‘artifacts’ that are about to be described in their own
hands. The reader should welcome any sudden receptivity, any inward stirrings, and moments of
felt-sense, no matter how small or fleeting and no matter how often they might wish to take flight
back to the perspectival world as the ‘right’ world.”
—Johnson, 2019, pp. 62–63

ORIGIN OR THE ARCHAIC
STRUCTURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
“The initial, archaic structure is zero dimensional. .
. a time where the soul is yet dormant, a time of
complete non-differentiation of man and the
universe.”
—Gebser, 1949/1985, p. 43
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“The emerging distinction of earth from sky, soul from
world was the first act of the soul’s springing forth from
dormancy.”
—Johnson, 2019, p. 83

THE MAGICAL STRUCTURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
“Gebser believed . . . that entire Paleolithic cultures operated in the magic mode of
consciousness. In such a world natural events like lightning, rainbows, or earthquakes, might
portend future events, good hunting, or the death of someone in the tribe.”
—Combs, 2009, p. 63
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THE MYTHICAL STRUCTURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
“‘The essential characteristic of the mythical structure,’ Gebser writes, ‘is the emergent awareness
of soul.’ Souls and stars, astronomical time and archetypal time are therefore synonymous with
the consciousness of the mythical structure.”
—Johnson, 2019, p. 97
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THE MENTAL/PERSPECTIVAL STRUCTURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
“Our interest is in the appearance during the Renaissance of a dramatically new form of mental
structure which Gebser termed perspectival consciousness.”
—Combs, 2009, pp. 70–71
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THE INTEGRAL/APERSPECTIVAL STRUCTURE OF CONSCIOUSNESS
“Consciousness “moves” towards its intrinsic wholeness. We have been roused to wakefulness in
the mental, but in the integral we are being initiated into the lucidity of origin. This is an . . .
immeasurable spiritual task: to not only fathom but concretize the spiritual whole. It is to allow
origin to become realized in and through us.”
—Johnson, 2019, p. 136

WE LIVE IN A COSMOS ALIVE WITH GROWTH AND
TRANSFORMATION
“Though not always obvious to our ordinary state of mind, a little tinkering with the time scale of
our perception discloses to us the fact that all of nature is in constant motion. We see this in the
swift flight of a bee and the blinding flutter of a hummingbird wing, and even the glacially slow
movement of the Earth’s tectonic plates.”
—Combs, 2022, in press, p. 1
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5.
Postnormal Times and Integral Consciousness
Gebser’s aperspectival structure of consciousness as told via Gebser himself (Gebser,
1949/1985) as well as through Combs (2002) and Johnson (2019) takes on a whole new meaning
when considered in light of Ziauddin Sardar’s (2010, 2015, 2019) postnormal times theory. I am
intrigued by what feels like a significant and/or complimentary overlap between Gebser and
Sardar, albeit from different vantage points.
Sardar’s (2010) theory postulates that, “Ours is a transitional age, a time without the
confidence that we can return to any past we have known and with no confidence in any path to a
desirable, attainable or sustainable future” (p. 435), an age “characterized by uncertainty, rapid
change, realignment of power, upheaval and chaotic behavior” (p. 435).
Postnormal times theory can be summarized as being a time of the three Cs: complexity,
chaos, and contradiction. (Sardar, 2019). Complexity refers to the idea that there are no simple
solutions to the problems of our time (Sardar, 2010). Complexity is based on the concept of
systems, a condition in which multiple components interact in interconnected ways (Jones et al.,
2021). The crises we face are so multi-layered that to attempt to address one aspect of a problem
instantaneously intersects with another aspect of the problem, affecting a new group of
stakeholders, a completely different sector of society, or even another country altogether.
Complexity is a necessary precursor to the second ‘c’ chaos, a condition characterized by
increasing acceleration, unpredictability, and chain reactions that began small but balloon big in
no time flat (Sardar, 2010). Contradictions are the third ‘c’ of postnormal times. Contradictions
occur in a complex, chaotic, interconnected world due to the fact that what is beneficial to one
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group or individual may be detrimental to another given the diversity of needs and experiences.
The rate of change and an increase in knowledge often add to the contradictions of our times
(Sardar, 2010).
Combs’ (2002) discussion of Gebser’s aperspectival structure seems to resonate with
postnormal times theory: “Gebser was clear...that large-scale mutations in individual
consciousness are accompanied by widespread suffering and chaos. He believed today's world to
be in such a transition state, struggling to give birth to the new consciousness” (p. 103).
Similarly, Johnson’s (2019) words about Gebser’s aperspectival structure seem to echo
these sentiments: “It bears repeating that Gebser’s time is our time. He recognized a crisis in
civilization, and in the decades that have followed him, this crisis has only further compounded
itself” (p. 11). In the same light, Gebser offered “to help us in this age of existential and
ecological crisis to think towards a planetary future” (Johnson, 2019, p. 12).
While Sardar (2019) suggested that there are no real answers to postnormal problems, he
encouraged readers to employ the virtues of humility, modesty, and accountability as virtues to
embrace as we negotiate our way through postnormal existence. Gebser’s vision, however,
seems to offer us a more optimistic future and a clearer path forward: “Only an integral human
being, one who has wared the whole, is capable of overcoming their own fragmentation and
leaping from planetary crisis to planetary consciousness. This is our individual and collective
task” (Johnson, 2019, p. 16). Evolving the planetary consciousness is a tall order to be sure, but it
nevertheless is a path forward if it doesn’t tear us apart first (Combs, 2002).
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6.
Emotional Intimacy as Micro-Culture:
A Systems Perspective
Couples create their own culture, with its unique manifestations of closeness and
connection—what is called emotional intimacy. The basis for the subjective experience of
closeness and connection that one couple feels could be quite different than that of another
couple even within the same geographic, ethnic, racial, religious, or socioeconomic community
and that the experience of closeness and connection changes in any given moment; it is not
accessed through the same means every time. Much like how a micro-climate is a small
geographic space that has local atmospheric conditions that differ in temperature, humidity,
weather, or plant life from its surrounding climate, couples co-create unique micro-cultures that
differ in what makes them feel close and connected from what makes other couples in their
surrounding geographic, ethnic, racial, religious, or socioeconomic cultures feel close and
connected. In other words, what glues together one couple is distinctive and unrepeatable and
also constantly in flux.
It is important to note that most scholars define emotional intimacy in a limited way, as a
behavioral transaction between partners consisting of either solely “self-disclosure” (sharing
one’s feelings) or also “partner responsiveness” (how the partner responds to that sharing).
However, it is my personal experience in my romantic partnership that emotional intimacy is
more complex and multi-faceted in nature than this one behavioral exchange and thus I assert
that every couple creates a unique “emotional intimacy micro-culture.”
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The concept of an emotional intimacy micro-culture is based on the premise that our love
relationships are not simply a collection of isolated individuals within couples, but rather they
are each complex systems operating within complex systems. As Morin (2014) explained, “not
only is the part inside the whole but the whole is inside the part” (p. 15). Complex systems are
meant to be understood as both parts within a larger environment and how those parts are in
constant relationship with each other, how they interrelate and connect (Montuori, 2018).
Complexity, therefore, requires contextualization which is essential to understanding a couple’s
relationship in a meaningful way (Lotto, June 28, 2017; Montuori, 2013, 2018; Morin, 2014). In
the case of emotional intimacy, complexity asks us to consider how the couple is a system and
how the couple’s experience of closeness and connection exists within the context of their larger
environment of social factors and also is a result of their individual inner lives and also is a
result of how they interrelate. In other words, all facets of the system are important. It is a
both/and approach rather than an either/or approach.
Thus, while a couple co-creates their micro-culture and that micro-culture is in part a
somewhat contained or closed system of these two (or more) individuals, their relationship is
also an open system, meaning that it is affected by the world around them in the form of other
relationships, the couple’s work lives, their social and public lives, and local and global events.
Their micro-culture of emotional intimacy does not reside within a vacuum of time or space.
Much like our bodies are viewed as relatively self-contained systems living with a porous skin to
the more extensive system of the outside world, a couple’s micro-culture appears to be a
relatively self-contained system living with a kind of porousness to the effects of the larger
system around it—the people, events, and environment within which the couple interacts and
resides.
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A couple’s emotional intimacy micro-culture is also not static, but rather processoriented; it is in a constant process of creation which is described as autopoietic: “Autopoietic
systems do not simply maintain stasis in the face of changing external conditions; they
dynamically recreate themselves” (Combs, 2002, p. 15). Combs (2002) went on to explain:
These processes sustain its identity, whether it be a simple amoeba wriggling through the
waters of a farm pond, a knobby caterpillar transforming into an exquisitely mottled
butterfly, a child maturing into an adult, or an evolving star. (p. 15)
I would add love relationships to this list and specifically the experience of emotional
intimacy as being an autopoietic process, though unlike the other examples above, emotional
intimacy is an unseen experience, entirely subjective, perhaps more akin to the autopoietic
process of the mind in terms of consciousness (Combs, 2002).
The exploration into and the development of this novel concept of an emotional intimacy
micro-culture can be summarized via the following the research question: How do cultural
theory and systems theory help us reconceptualize and redefine emotional intimacy in long-term
romantic partnership as a micro-culture?
My actual study will be to first define the core elements of culture through the existing
literature from cultural anthropology. These core elements are: (1) symbols and gestures, (2)
language, (3) values and beliefs, (4) norms, (5) rituals, and (6) artifacts. I will then
reconceptualize and redefine these elements in terms of emotional intimacy in romantic
partnership. Subsequently, I will review and interpret the existing literature on emotional
intimacy through cultural theory, systems theory, and complexity and apply relevant findings to
each of the six elements. I will supplement each element with anecdotal examples from my own
partnership. My goals are two-fold: to redefine emotional intimacy as micro-culture and to create
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a model of emotional intimacy based on the micro-culture definition that is inclusive to couples
across cultures.

https://digitalcommons.ciis.edu/cejournal/vol17/iss1/8

24

Blair: Reflections

25
References
Bagarozzi, D. A. (2001). Enhancing intimacy in marriage: A clinician’s guide. BrunnerRoutledge.
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